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Executive Summary 


is study examines the frequency and nature of substance use in the most 

popular movie rentals and songs of 1996 and 1997. The intent was to 

determine the accuracy of public perceptions about extensive substance use 
in media popular among youth. Because teenagers are major consumers of movies 
and music, there is concern about the potential for media depictions of tobacco, 
alcohol, and illicit drugs to encourage use. For instance, portrayals that tend to 
legitimize, normalize, trivialize, or glorify substances might suggest to young 
people that this behavior is without negative consequences. Careful examination 
of media content is a crucial first step in determining what role media may play in 
promoting substance use and abuse. 


This study examined the 200 most popular movie rentals and 1,000 of the most popular songs from 
1996 and 1997. The source for the movie sample selection was the Video Software Dealers 
Association, which rank orders home video rentals; the music sample was based on song rankings 
produced by Billboard, Radio and Records magazine, and the College Music Journal. \n order to 
encompass young people’s divergent tastes in music, the sample included top songs from five genres: 
Country-Western, Alternative Rock, Hot-100 (also referred to as Top-40 or Mainstream), Rap, and 
Heavy Metal (which includes Hard Rock and Heavy Rock). 


Substances included in the study were illicit drugs, alcohol, tobacco, and over-the-counter and 
prescription medicines. Researchers examined what was used, by whom, how often, under what 
circumstances, and with what consequences. The study considered whether movies and songs 
involved substance use as an important theme, contained pro- or anti-use behavior or statements, 
conveyed limit-setting messages, or associated substance use with positive or negative contexts. Also 
examined was the extent to which substance use portrayals varied among different types of movies 
and movies with different ratings. 


Findings revealed that 98 percent of movies studied depicted illicit drugs, alcohol, tobacco or over- 
the-counter/prescription medicines. Alcohol and tobacco appeared in more than 90 percent of the 
movies and illicit drugs appeared in 22 percent. About one-quarter (26 percent) of the movies that 
depicted illicit drugs contained explicit, graphic portrayals of their preparation and/or ingestion. 
Substance use was almost never a central theme, and very few movies ever specified motivations for 
use. Less than one-half (49 percent) of the movies portrayed short-term consequences of substance 
use, and about 12 percent depicted long-term consequences. Of the 669 adult major characters 
featured in the 200 movies, 5 percent used illicit drugs, 25 percent smoked tobacco, and 65 percent 
consumed alcohol. One or more major characters used illicit drugs in 12 percent of the movies, 
tobacco in 44 percent, and alcohol in 85 percent. 
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All movies in which illicit drugs appeared received restricted ratings (PG-13 or R). However, 45 
percent of the movies in which illicit drugs were used did not receive specific remarks identifying 
drug-related content from the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA). Fifteen movies 
depicting illicit drug use (albeit briefly), were not identified as such in the Motion Picture Rating 
Directory,' nor were an additional 10 movies that portrayed drug sales or trafficking. 


The major finding from the song analysis is the dramatic difference among music categories, with 
substance references being particularly common in Rap. Illicit drugs were mentioned in 63 percent 
of Rap songs versus about 10 percent of the lyrics in the other categories. Similarly, alcohol 
references appeared in almost half of the Rap lyrics, but in 13 percent or fewer of the other genres. 
In song lyrics that mentioned illicit drugs, marijuana was by far the most frequent of the illicit drugs 
mentioned (63 percent). In general, 27 percent of the 1,000 songs contained a clear reference to 
either alcohol or illicit drugs. There were almost no references to tobacco. Substance use formed a 
central theme in only 2 percent of the songs and substance use was rarely associated with any 
motivations or consequences. There were few references that could be considered either explicitly 
pro-use or anti-use. 


Neither movies nor music provided much information about motives for substance use. However, 
the two media depicted the consequences quite differently, especially for illicit drugs. In movies that 
portrayed drug use, 48 percent showed one or more consequences of drug use. By contrast, 19 
percent of the songs that referred to illicit drugs mentioned any consequence. 


Following are additional highlights from the study. 


Illicit Drugs 


s Illicit drugs appeared in about one-fifth of both movies (22 percent) and songs (18 
percent). 
. In movies, illicit drug depictions were distributed somewhat evenly across genres: 


action adventure (10 percent), comedy (13 percent), and drama (18 percent); in 
music, references to illicit drugs were far more likely to be found in Rap songs 
(63 percent) than in Alternative Rock (11 percent), Hot-100 (11 percent), Heavy 
Metal (9 percent), or Country-Western (1 percent). 


' Published by the Classification and Rating Administration (CARA) of the Motion Picture Association of America 
(MPAA). 
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Illicit drug use was associated with wealth or luxury in 15 percent of the movies in 
which drugs appeared, with sexual activity in 6 percent, and with crime or violence in 
30 percent; illicit drug use was associated with wealth or luxury in 20 percent of the 
songs in which drugs appeared, with sexual activity in 30 percent, and with crime or 
violence in 20 percent. 


Fifteen percent of the movies that portrayed illicit drug use contained an “anti-use” 
statement, and 21 percent depicted a refusal to offers of illicit drugs; 6 percent of 
these songs contained an anti-use statement and 2 percent portrayed a refusal of an 
offer to use. 


Consequences of illicit drug use were depicted in about half (48 percent) of the 
movies in which they appeared and in about one-fifth of the songs (19 percent). 


In movies depicting illicit drugs, marijuana appeared most frequently (51 percent), 
followed by powder cocaine (33 percent), hallucinogens, heroin or other opiates, and 
miscellaneous others (each 12 percent) and crack-cocaine (2 percent); in songs 
referring to illicit drugs, marijuana appeared most frequently (63 percent), followed 
by crack-cocaine (15 percent), powder cocaine (10 percent), and hallucinogens, 
heroin or other opiates, and miscellaneous others (4 percent each). 


Tobacco and Alcohol 


Alcohol appeared in 93 percent of the movies and 17 percent of the songs; tobacco 
appeared in 89 percent of the movies but only 3 percent of the songs. 


In movies, tobacco and alcohol use were consistent across movie genres, with each 
substance appearing in more than 80 percent of action adventures, comedies, and 
dramas. 


In songs, tobacco and alcohol appeared most frequently in Rap music. Seven percent 
of Rap songs contained a tobacco reference; Alternative Rock was next at 4 percent; 
and all others were below 2 percent. Alcohol appeared in 47 percent of Rap songs; 
no other genre rose above 13 percent. 


Alcohol use was associated with wealth or luxury in 34 percent of the movies in 
which it appeared, with sexual activity in 19 percent, and with crime or violence in 37 
percent; alcohol use was associated with wealth or luxury in 24 percent of the songs 
in which it was referenced, with sexual activity in 34 percent, and with crime or 
violence in 13 percent. 
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. Of the movies portraying alcohol use, 9 percent contained an anti-use statement and 
14 percent depicted a refusal of an offer of alcohol; of the songs, 3 percent contained 
an anti-use statement and 5 percent a refusal of an offer of alcohol. | 


" Consequences of alcohol use were depicted in 43 percent of movies and in 9 percent 
of songs. 


Comparing Movies and Music in Equivalent 
Units of Time 


The preceding results show the differences in the frequency of substance use portrayals between 
movies and songs. However, since songs are only a few minutes in length and movies often last 2 or 
more hours, another useful comparison was made by dividing the movies into 4,372 segments of 5 
minutes and equating these shorter intervals to songs. This approach provides a more accurate 
comparison of the frequency of substance references in equivalent time periods of movie viewing or 
music listening. 


. Song lyrics contained a greater concentration of illicit drug references than did 
5-minute movie segments. Illicit drugs appeared in nine times more songs (18 
percent) than 5-minute movie segments (2 percent). 


e The difference between the frequency of alcohol references in movies and songs was 
reduced. Alcohol appeared in about half as many songs (17 percent) as 5-minute 
movie segments (31 percent). 
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Rationale and Background 


is research on substance use in popular movies and music was prompted by 

two facts: that substance use and abuse constitute a serious problem among 

America’s youth, and that American teenagers are heavy consumers of 
motion pictures and popular music. Also influencing the study were widely held 
public perceptions that media content incorporates a great many messages and 
images related to substance use, and that it plays a significant role in the creation 
and perpetuation of America’s substance use problem. Documenting the frequency 
and nature of substance use portrayals in movies and music is a necessary first step 
toward understanding the possible connection between symbolic media 
representations of substances and real-world substance use. 


It is important to acknowledge that the mere existence of a certain type of media portrayal does not 
ensure that audiences will be influenced by it. The ultimate effects of media exposure depend on 
multiple factors: how individuals interpret messages, the extent to which the messages are 
contradicted or supported by other sources, the dynamics of parent-child interaction, peer influence, 
social and cultural background, and so forth. Still, if it is true that substance use appears frequently 
and is portrayed positively in movies and music, then it is reasonable to hypothesize that these 
portrayals may be influencing young people to use alcohol, tobacco, and illicit drugs. 


On the other hand, if substances are portrayed relatively rarely in movies and music lyrics, or if they 
are depicted in ways that deglamorize or otherwise discourage use, then it makes little sense to 
attribute any of society’s substance abuse problems to the media. Equally important, if movies and 
music do contribute to the problem—that is, if they legitimize, glamorize, or otherwise promote the 
use of substances—then, logically, they could also help solve the problem by depicting substance use 
realistically with consequences, or as deviant, unglamorous, and socially unacceptable. In other 
words, although a variety of other factors may alter the size and nature of media effects, media 
content clearly matters.” ° * °° 


> Christenson, P.G., and Roberts, D.F. (1998). It's Not Only Rock & Roll: Popular Music in the Lives of 
Adolescents. Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press. 

3 Comstock, G., and Paik, H. (1991). Television and the American Child. London: Academic Press. 

* Huston, A., Donnerstein, E., Fairchild, H., Feshbach, N., Katz, P., Murray, J., Rubenstein, E., Wilcox, B., 
Zuckerman, D. (1992). Big World, Small Screen: The Role of Television in American Society. Lincoln, NE: 
University of Nebraska Press. 

> National Television Violence Study Scientic Papers 1994-95. (1996). Studio City, CA: Mediascope. 
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Substance Use Among America’s Youth 


Beyond question, the U.S. faces an epidemic of underage and illegal substance use. In 1997, more 
than 54 percent of U.S. high school seniors had used an illegal drug at least once, as had more than 
29 percent of eighth graders.” Among adolescents ages 12 to 17, the average ages of first use of 
marijuana, cocaine, and heroin were 13.7, 14.7, and 14.4 years, respectively.* Youth tobacco 
smoking rates are higher now than at any time in the past 17 years. Two-thirds of U.S. high school 
students have tried cigarettes and more than one-third currently smoke.” Every day another 3,000 
American children and teenagers become regular smokers.” 


Alcohol consumption among adolescents remains at unacceptably high levels. More than 80 percent 
of U.S. high school students have tried alcohol; in 1997, more than 31 percent of 12" graders, 25 
percent of 10" graders, and 14 percent of 8"" graders claimed to have consumed five or more 
alcoholic drinks in the preceding 2 weeks.'! Perhaps most disturbing, among 12- to 17-year-olds who 
exhibit no other problem behaviors, those who have used marijuana, alcohol, or cigarettes in the past 
month are 17 times more likely to consume illegal drugs such as cocaine, heroin, or LSD than those 
who have not used these drugs.’ 


Adolescents, Movies, and Music 


Movies and music are extremely popular among adolescents (see Appendix A). Although teens 
make up only 16 percent of the U.S. population, they account for 26 percent of all movie admissions. 
Ninety percent of 12- to 20-year-olds report going to movies at least occasionally, and their viewing 


® Van Evra, J.P. (1998). Television and Child Development, 2nd Edition. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates. 

7 Johnston, L.D., O’Malley, P.M., and Bachman, J.G. (1998). National Survey/Results on Drug Use from the 
Monitoring the Future Study, 1975-1997. Rockville, MD: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
National Institute on Drug Abuse. 

8 National Household Survey on Drug Abuse. (1997). Rockville, MD: Office of Applied Studies, Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Services Administration. 

° Ozer, E.M., Brindis, C.D., Millstein, S.G., Knopf, D.K., and Irwin, C.E., Jr. (1997). America’s Adolescents: Are 
They Healthy? San Francisco, CA: University of California at San Francisco, National Adolescent Health 
Information Center. 

7 Pierce, J.P., Fiore, M.C., Novotny, T.E., Hatziandreu, E.J, Davis, R.M. (1989). “Trends in cigarette smoking in 
the United States: Projections to the Year 2000.” Journal of the American Medical Association, 261(1), pp. 61-65. 
'! Johnston, L.D., O’Malley, P.M., and Bachman, J.G., op cit. 

\2 Substance Abuse and the American Adolescent: A Report by the Commission on Substance Abuse Among 
America’s Adolescents. (1997). New York: National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia 
University. 
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is not limited to theaters.'? Sixty-three percent of 9- to 17-year-olds watch at least one rented video 
per week.!* Watching videos is one of America’s favorite leisure time activities, with video revenues 
almost triple that of theatrical box office receipts.'° 


Popular music is the backdrop for much of adolescent life. Teenagers name music listening as their 
most preferred non-school activity. Moreover, when attention is paid to “background” listening 
(listening while working, doing homework, driving, etc.), estimates of adolescents’ exposure to 
music average as high as 4 to 6 hours daily. Recording industry figures indicate that 87 percent of all 
Rock music sales, 65 percent of Hot-100, 90 percent of R&B and Rap, and 64 percent of Country- 
Western are accounted for by people age 24 and under.'° 


Previous Studies on Substance Use in Media 


Of the systematic reviews of the frequency of substance use portrayals in media published since 
1980, almost all have focused on television (17 studies); only four have looked at movies, and music 
lyrics have been ignored. For the most part, content analyses have concentrated exclusively on 
alcohol or tobacco. Illicit drugs have received little attention (two studies), and only one study 
looked at all three substances simultaneously (see Appendix B). Most studies have examined media 
portrayals simply by reporting the percentage of programs or movies in which a substance appears or 
is “consumed.” Few studies have attempted to examine the deeper issues explored in this research, 
such as the types of characters involved in substance use or the consequences attached to use. 


Theoretical Context 


A long tradition of empirical research documents the extent to which people’s beliefs, attitudes, and 
behaviors are influenced as a function of the frequency with which media portray particular 
behaviors, their prevalence within specific populations or contexts, and such elements of the 
portrayal as motives, consequences, and setting.'’ In particular, cultivation theory argues that 
audiences perceive behaviors portrayed frequently in the media (e.g., crime, violence, social 
deviance), as typical or normal and therefore more acceptable.'* For instance, a recent study of high 


13 Rauzi, R. “The teen factor: Today’s media-savvy youths influence what others are seeing and hearing.” Los 
Angeles Times, June 6, 1998. 

\4 The 1998 Yankelovich/VSDA Home Entertainment Study. Video Software Dealers Association, January, 1998. 

'5 An Annual Report on The Home Video Market, 1997. Video Software Dealers Association, 1997. 

16 Christenson, P.G., and Roberts, D.F. (1998). It’s Not Only Rock & Roll: Popular Music in the Lives of 
Adolescents. Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press. 

'7 Roberts, D.F., and Maccoby, N. (1985). “Effects of mass communication.” In G. Lindzey and E. Aronson (Eds.), 
Handbook of Social Psychology, Vol. 2, Special F ields and Applications, 3rd edn. New York: Random House, pp. 
539-598. 

'8 Gerbner, G., Gross, L., Morgan, M., and Signorielli, N. (1994). “Growing up with television: The cultivation 
perspective.” In J. Bryant and D. Zillmann (Eds.), Media Effects: Advances in Theory and Research. Hillsdale, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum, pp.17-41. 
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school students found that frequent talk show viewers dramatically overestimated the frequency of 
high-risk behaviors, such as teen sexual activity, teen pregnancy, and running away from home.'® 
Accordingly, one goal of this study was to determine the frequency with which movies and music 
lyrics portray substance use behavior, including the proportion of adults and youth, males and 
females, and antagonists and protagonists who consume illegal drugs, tobacco, or alcohol. 


Social learning theory also provided guidance for the study.” According to this theory, media 
messages influence young people by providing explicit, concrete “models” for behaviors (e.g., 
smoking marijuana), attitudes (e.g., taking an anti-drug point of view), and feelings (e.g., fearing the 
effects of drug use). Whenever a child or adolescent encounters a media depiction or portrayal as in 
a movie or song, the potential exists for the behavior to be imitated. Research on social learning 
theory also demonstrates that the likelihood of imitation depends on the context surrounding the 
portrayal, particularly consequences attached to the behavior. Generally, perceived negative 
consequences (e.g., someone dying of an overdose) decrease the probability of a modeling effect, and 
perceived positive consequences (e.g., gaining social acceptance by drinking at a party) increase the 
probability. 7" 


Further, young audience members are more likely to learn and imitate behaviors performed by 
attractive, successful, or powerful role models or associated with positive outcomes such as approval, 
money, power, romance, and sex. Interestingly, even the absence of a negative outcome—such as 
when a teen character is not punished for using drugs—often has the same influence as an explicit 
positive consequence or reward. Thus, a second goal of this study was to describe the contexts in 
which substance use occurs. 


'! Davis, S., and Mares, M. (1998). “Effects of talk show viewing on adolescents.” Journal of Communication, 
48(3), pp. 69-83. 

0 Bandura, A. (1986). Social Foundations of Thought & Action: A Social Cognitive Theory. Englewood Cliffs, 
NJ: Prentice Hall. 


2! Thid. 
2 Tid. 
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Research Methods 


Samples 


The samples for this content analysis consisted of the 200 most popular movie rentals and 1,000 of 
the most popular songs from 1996 and 1997. 


Movies 


The Video Software Dealers Association rank-ordered list of home video rental income identified the 
200 most popular movies for 1996 and 1997. Nine movie titles appeared in the top 100 for both 
years. In these cases, the titles remained in the year in which they ranked highest, and alternate titles 
were selected (beginning at rank 101) in order to derive a sample of 100 different movies for each 
year (see Appendix C). To simplify sample descriptions and analyses, movies were categorized into 
three genres: action adventure (30 percent); comedy, including romantic and dark/macabre comedies 
(35 percent); and drama (35 percent). 


The sample included films with Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) ratings: G 

(2 percent), PG (17 percent), PG-13 (33 percent), and R (48 percent).”* The Motion Picture Rating 
Directory, published by the MPAA’s Classification and Rating Administration, noted drug-related 
content in 20 of the 200 movies. The absence of trade association data specific to teenage audiences, 
and the proportion of R-rated movies in this sample, raises some question about young audiences’ 
exposure to the movies included in this study. According to recent teenage audience data, this study 
includes all 20 of the most popular video rentals among teenagers for 1997, some of which were 
R-rated.2* The audience data suggest that some R-rated videos in this sample drew between 

4 percent and 35 percent of the teenage audience (1.2 to 10.9 million). Since no movie, no matter 
what the rating, drew more than 36 percent of the teenage audience surveyed, it is reasonable to 
conclude that young people’s exposure to R-rated movies in this study is relatively high. 


23 One movie rated NC-17 was included with R-rated films in the analyses. 
24 Simmons Teenage Research Study, Simmons Market Research Bureau, under agreement with Social & Health 
Services, Ltd., 1998. 
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Music 


Because adolescents tend to listen to particular types of music rather than simply to music in general, 
the songs in the music sample were distributed evenly among five favorite genres (see Appendix D): 
Country-Western; Alternative Rock; Hot-100 (or Top-40); Rap; and Heavy Metal.”° 7° 


Just as with the video sample, considerable yearly and genre “crossover” of titles complicated the 
picture. For example, several hits that made the top 100 in Rap for 1996 also made the top 100 for 
1997. In addition, a number of songs appeared on the charts for more than one genre. To ensure a 
total of 1,000 unique titles overall, alternates from the charts were selected when crossover occurred 
(see Appendix D for explanation). 


Music industry charts were used to establish the lists of top songs for the various categories. For four 
of the music genres—Country-Western, Hot-100, Alternative Rock, and Rap—the year-end rankings 
from Billboard magazine were used to establish the sample (Billboard uses the term “Modern Rock” 
to refer to Alternative Rock music). Since Billboard does not publish a Heavy Metal or Heavy Rock 
chart, a hybrid list was constructed by combining year-end singles from Radio & Records 
Magazine's “Active Rock” chart and selections from College Music Journal’s top “Loud Rock” 
albums (for further explanation see Appendix D). 


Coding Procedures 


Describing substance portrayals in movies, which are visual and verbal, and music lyrics, which are 
only verbal, required different procedures. Specially trained coders watched all 200 movies or read 
the lyrics of all 1,000 songs included in the study, paying particular attention to the following: 


. Alcohol (beer, malt liquor, wine/champagne, hard liquor/mixed drinks, including 
fictional name brands). 


s Tobacco (cigarettes, cigarillos, cigars, pipes, chewing tobacco, including fictional 
name brands). 


a Illicit drugs (controlled substances, such as marijuana, cocaine, crack cocaine, heroin, 
PCP, crank, LSD). 


s Over-the-counter medicines (legally purchased, such as aspirin, diet pills, antacids, 
laxatives, cough and cold serums, nicotine gum/patches). 


°° Although the term “heavy metal” is used here, this category also included songs that could more properly be 
called “hard rock” or “heavy rock.” 


*6 Christenson, P.G., and Roberts, D.F. (1998). It’s Not Only Rock & Roll: Popular Music in the Lives of 
Adolescents. New Jersey: Hampton Press, Inc. 


April 1999 Substance Use in Popular Movies and Music Page 10 


EE EE 


. Prescription medication (self-administered prescription medicines, such as sleeping 
pills, muscle relaxants, anti-depressants, pain relievers). 


. Inhalants (legal, ordinary household products used for the purpose of getting high, 
such as paint thinner, glue, lighter fluid, spray paint, aerosols, helium and laughing 
gas, also used to propel commercial whipping cream). 


. Unidentified pills (any pills or capsules of unknown origin or purpose). 


Coders were instructed to ignore medicines administered to patients by medical personnel in a 
hospital or other settings. Also excluded were fictitious drugs and substances with unrealistic, 
seemingly impossible effects, such as transforming one character into another, or permitting a 
character to experience other people's memories. 


Movie Content 


All content analyses are fundamentally concerned with counting and describing particular content. 
In this study, counting procedures differentiated substance use from substance appearance. 
Substance use included explicit portrayals of consumption (drinking alcohol, lighting up or puffing 
on a cigarette, snorting cocaine, injecting drugs, swallowing pills), and depictions that implied 
consumption, such as buying, ordering, accepting, or possessing alcohol, tobacco, or other 
substances. Substance appearance was noted whenever substances or related paraphernalia 
(references to brands of alcohol, tobacco, or over-the-counter medicines, generic bar or cocktail 
signs, ashtrays, syringes, and the like) were seen, absent any indication of use. In either case, the 
counting procedure provided a conservative estimate of substance use, since it did not include every 
verbal reference. For example, a conversation between two characters recalling some past substance- 
use episode (“Boy, did I tie one on last week””) was not coded. 


In addition to counting the proportion of movies in which substances appeared, coding procedures 
attempted to describe dominant messages about substance use. Specifically, coders identified 
whether movies: 


s Involved substance use or trafficking as important themes. 


s Conveyed pro-use messages by expressing desire or longing, or advocating positive 
attributes of substances and their use. 


s Modeled anti-use behavior by including characters that expressly refused offers to 
drink, smoke, or take drugs, or by statements that emphasized rules that govern use or 
characterize use or users in negative ways. 
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Conveyed limit-setting messages that restricted where, when, and how often alcohol, 
tobacco, and illicit drugs were consumed. 


. Associated substance use with positive (e.g., parties, humor) or negative (e.g., crime 
or violence, rape, risky behaviors) contexts. 


: Depicted consequences of substance use to self or others that are short-term (closely 
linked, brief outcomes) or long-term (removed in time, enduring). 


Consequences included any outcomes linked to substance use that showed what can happen to the 
body when substances are consumed (e.g., coughing, vomiting, blurred vision), or other significant 
outcomes such as social disapproval, physical harm, or arrest. Coders indicated whether 
consequences pertained to substance users and/or others (e.g., a woman is beaten when her husband 
has too much to drink). 


The process of counting and describing movie content was applied to several distinct elements: the 
movie as a whole (as explained above), particular kinds of scenes, major characters, and 5-minute 
time intervals. 


Scenes 


A closer examination of substance use portrayals was provided by a detailed analysis of two types of 
scenes: 1) those depicting illicit drug use by any character, and 2) those depicting substance use by 
characters known to be under 18 or who appeared to be high school age or younger. Scenes were 
defined as a series or sequence of dialogue and action at a single location or point in time. These 
scene analyses examined why substances were used, in what contexts, and with what, if any, 
consequences. Specifically, coders identified: 


s Apparent motivations for use. 

. Physical and social settings of use. 

. Positive or negative associations with use. 

. Short- or long-term consequences of use (to self or others). 


Because scenes showing substance use by an underage character and those depicting illicit drug use 
by any character are not mutually exclusive, a few scenes are included in both sets of results. 


Major Characters 


Determining the prevalence of substance use among movie characters required defining a relevant 
population of characters, and counting who did and did not use illicit drugs, tobacco, and alcohol. 
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Previous studies have estimated prevalence by coding two characters from each movie (the major 
protagonist and antagonist).””** This procedure, however, describes a population composed of a 
disproportionately large number of antagonists and eliminates many characters in significant, 
potentially influential roles. For purposes of this study, major characters were defined as those with 
significant screen time and who were essential to the story. 


All 748 major characters (adults and youth) were described in terms of role (protagonist vs. 
antagonist), gender, apparent age group, occupation, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. In the 
absence of specific information about a character’s ethnic background, apparent ethnicity was coded. 
Socioeconomic status (SES) was coded by identifying characters who were obviously well-to-do 
(high SES) or destitute (low SES). All other characters were coded with a moderate SES. 


The prevalence of substance use was determined by calculating the proportion of major characters 
who used illicit drugs, tobacco, or alcohol. In addition, the number of major characters experiencing 
consequences of use, attempting to quit, or describing themselves as former users, was noted. 


Time Intervals 


Since movies and scenes vary in length (and characters differ in screen time and importance), none of 
the preceding coding units—movies, scenes, characters—is ideally suited to studying the frequency 
of substance use within movies. Rather, this goal is best served by defining and employing a 
standard coding unit that remains constant from one movie to the next. Therefore, the frequency of 
substance appearance was described for all 5-minute intervals of the movies, a procedure that is 
typical of other content analyses identified in Appendix B. The presence or absence of illicit drugs, 
alcohol, tobacco, and other legal drugs was coded for each 5-minute interval, beginning with the 
audio and/or video that uniquely identified each movie (typically, after the credits for 
production/distribution studios) and ending when final credits rolled. 


Lyric Content 


Coders analyzed written transcripts of lyrics for the presence and nature of substance references. The 
coding process was similar in many respects to that used for movies, as substances of interest were 
identical and many of the variables overlapped, at least in broad conceptual terms. The different 
nature of the two media, however, led to certain differences in both coding procedures and variables. 


7 Hazan, A.R., Lipton, H.L., and Glantz, S.A. (1994). “Popular films do not reflect current tobacco use.” 
American Journal of Public Health, 84, pp. 998-999. 

28 Stockwell, T.F., and Glantz, S.A. (1994). “Tobacco use is increasing in popular films.” Tobacco Control, 6, pp. 
282-284. 
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Because lyrics contain no visual information and generally lack the narrative structure, time element, 
and identifiable cast of characters contained in movies, the basic unit of analysis was the complete 
lyric. Nothing in the music analysis corresponded to the separate analysis of movies according to 
scene, time interval, and characters. No attempt was made to analyze the demographic 
characteristics of individuals. In addition, the complete reliance on verbal cues in the analysis of 
song lyrics precluded the examination of physical settings, location of the “action,” the historical 
time frame, and so on. 


Conversely, the nature of contemporary popular music and youth culture led to the inclusion of 
certain issues for the music analysis but not for movies. For example, based on the perceived link 
between Heavy Metal music and Satanic/occult beliefs, music lyrics were examined for any 
association between such beliefs and substance use. 


The first task in the analysis of lyrics was simply to identify any verbal references to illicit drugs, 
alcohol, or tobacco. Given the ever-changing slang that characterizes both popular music and the 
drug culture, this process was not as simple as it may sound. Whereas many of the substance-related 
terms encountered in music are obvious (““champagne,” “marijuana,” “stoned,” “cigarette,” and so 
on), it is difficult to interpret contemporary slang terms. Marijuana, for instance, goes by a variety of 
street names—“blunt,” “chronic,” “ganja,” “lah lah,” “Phillies,” “sinsemilla,” and “Thai,” to name a 
few. This problem was addressed by employing coders familiar with popular music and its 
terminology and by consulting published sources (many on the World Wide Web) and experts in the 
music and substance abuse treatment communities. 


Substance references were recorded at several different levels: 
. Figurative use of language (e.g., “I’m high on you”). 


® Mention of places or activities often or almost always associated with substance use 
(“painting the town,” “bar-hopping”). 


" Literal references to substances or their use (“I’m drinkin’ tonight’). 


Literal references were further broken down into substance categories (illicit drugs, alcohol, tobacco) 
and specific substances within those categories, then judged in terms of whether they were: 


" “Wallpaper” references in which terminology appears but is not associated with past, 
present, or intended use (“the girl on the Budweiser billboard”). 


. Behavior or attitudes related to past, present, or intended use—that is, references 
made in the “normal” context of consumption (“I got wasted last night”). 


These categories and distinctions are not mutually exclusive; many songs contained figurative and 
literal mentions, wallpaper references, and actual use. 


‘ 
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For each identified substance, a variety of contextual issues were examined. As with the movie 
coding, lyrics were examined for references to dealing or trafficking, pro-use and anti-use messages, 
refusal behavior, limit setting, brand information, motivations, consequences, and associations with 
use. Motivations and consequences were broken down into specific types. Motivations included 
peer pressure, mood management (cheering up), relief of troubles or depression, and addiction or 
craving. Consequences were scored on a 5-point scale ranging from | (very negative) to 5 (very 
positive), with 3 being neutral. In addition, lyrics were examined for consequences within each of 
these separate categories: mental, emotional, physical, social, legal, monetary/material. 


Lyrics were coded for references to intoxication, expressions of a desire to quit use or seek treatment, 
and condemnation of the effects of substance use on the community at large. They were also 
reviewed for the presence of associations with sex/romance, rape, violence and crime, driving or 
other high-risk behaviors, images of wealth or luxury, expressions of bravado or power, and suicide. 
At the end of the process, coders were asked to consider the lyric as a whole and to judge, on the 
5-point scale, whether the portrayal or image of substances or their use was positive or negative. 
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Results 


ubstance Use in Popular Movies and Music explored the frequency and 

context of tobacco, alcohol, and legal and illicit drugs in the most popular 

home video rentals and music recordings of 1996 and 1997. Key questions 
asked in the study were: How do popular movies and songs portray these 
substances? How often is their use depicted? Who uses and in what context? 
What are the motivations and consequences? 


It is important to note that substance use was differentiated from substance appearance in the 
analysis of movies. Substance use included portrayals of actual consumption or implied 
consumption; appearance was noted when substance related signs or paraphernalia (billboard ads, 
ashtrays, cocktail glasses, liquor bottles, syringes) were seen. 


The movie analysis examined movies as a whole, scenes, characters, and time intervals. These 
intervals, 5-minute segments from the films, enabled an analysis of the frequency with which illicit 
drugs, tobacco, and alcohol appeared within movies of different lengths. They also provided more 
equivalent units of time so that comparisons could be made between individual songs and movies. 


This section begins with some general findings that compare how movies and music treated 
substances. 


General Findings 


A. What proportion of movies and songs depict substances? 


i. Movies were almost four times as likely as music lyrics to depict substances of some 
kind (98 percent v. 27 percent, respectively). (Figure 1) 


2. Alcohol (93 percent) and tobacco (89 percent) were about four times more likely than 
illicit drugs (22 percent) to appear in movies; alcohol (17 percent) and illicit drugs 
(18 percent) were over six times more likely than tobacco (3 percent) to appear in 
songs. (Figure 1) 


Alcohol and tobacco appeared in almost all movies (93 percent and 89 percent); illicit 
drugs appeared in over one-fifth (22 percent). Alcohol and illicit drugs appeared in 
just under 20 percent of all songs; tobacco was almost non-existent (3 percent). 
(Figure 1) 
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B. When illicit drug use is depicted in movies and in songs, with what is it 
associated? (Figure 2) 


Percentages are based on the 33 movies in which illicit drug use appeared and the 156 songs 
in which illicit drug use was mentioned. 


Illicit drugs were associated with wealth or luxury in 15 percent of movies and 20 
percent of songs. 


Sexual activity was associated with illicit drugs in 6 percent of movies and 30 percent 
of songs. 


Crime and violence occurred with illicit drugs in about 30 percent of movies and 20 
percent of songs. 


Movies were more likely than music to mention consequences of illicit drug use (48 
percent vs. 19 percent). 


Anti-use statements for illicit drugs were more common in movies (15 percent) than 
in songs (6 percent). Refusal to take illicit drugs when offered was also more 
common in movies (21 percent) than in songs (2 percent). 


C. When alcohol use is depicted in movies and songs, with what is it associated? 
(Figure 3) 


Percentages are based on the 183 movies that portrayed alcohol use and the 149 songs that 
mentioned alcohol use. 


Wealth or luxury were associated with alcohol in about one-third of movies (34 
percent) and in about one-fourth of songs (24 percent). 


Sexual activity was associated with alcohol in 19 percent of movies and 34 percent of 
songs. 


Crime or violence occurred along with alcohol consumption in more than one-third of 
movies (37 percent) and in 13 percent of songs. 


Drinking alcohol was more typically associated with consequences in movies than in 
songs. Forty-three percent of movies, but few songs (9 percent), depicting alcohol 
use mentioned consequences. 
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Anti-use statements seldom appeared in either movies or songs depicting alcohol. 
Nine percent of movies and 3 percent of songs contained anti-use statements; 14 
percent of movies and 5 percent of songs depicted refusals to offers of alcohol. 


Comparing Movies and Songs 


At first glance, the preceding results appear to show large differences in the frequency of substance 
use portrayals between movies, where substances appeared often, and the lyrics of popular songs, in 
which substances appeared considerably less often. Illicit drugs appeared in about one-fifth of the 
movies, and alcohol and tobacco in almost all. Illicit drugs and alcohol also appeared in about one- 
fifth of the lyrics, but references to tobacco were virtually non-existent. 


However, it should also be noted that individual songs are only a few minutes long, while movies 
often last 2 hours or more, raising a legitimate question about whether a single drug reference in a 
brief song should be compared with a single drug reference in an extended film. This time difference 
was taken into account by dividing movies into 5-minute segments (still somewhat longer than most 
popular songs) and comparing these shorter intervals to songs. Analysis using this method produced 
a very different pattern of results, showing that the prevalence of alcohol in songs was higher than it 
had originally appeared and that song lyrics contained a greater concentration of illicit drug 
references than movies (see Figures | and 4). Specifically, when 5-minute movie segments were 
compared with songs: 


7 Illicit drugs appeared nine times more frequently in lyrics (18 percent) than in 
5-minute movie segments (2 percent). 


. Alcohol appeared almost twice as often in movie segments (31 percent) as in songs 
(17 percent). 
" Tobacco appeared eight times as frequently in movie segments (24 percent) as in 


songs (3 percent). 


Considering that young people are likely to listen to at least 25 to 30 hours of music a week,”’ the 
results indicate they may easily encounter 40 or 50 songs with alcohol or illicit drug references in 
that time. 


”” Christenson, P.G., and Roberts, D.F. (1998). /t’s Not Only Rock & Roll: Popular Music in the Lives of 
Adolescents. New Jersey: Hampton Press, Inc. 
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Findings Specific to Movies and Songs 


Because the nature of movies (audio-visual) and song lyrics (verbal), as well as the frequency and 
nature of substance use depicted in each, are so fundamentally different, the findings for the two 
media, for the most part, are presented separately. 


In the following pages, text and figures describing the movie analysis specify whether findings 
pertain to: 


. All 200 movies. 


5 Movies that portray illicit drugs (43), tobacco use (172), or alcohol use (183). 
* 5-minute segments of movies. 

7 Major characters. 

. Scenes portraying illicit drug use by any character, major or minor. 

. Scenes portraying substance use by characters who appear to be underage. 


Results for song lyrics are described at three different levels of analysis: 
. All 1,000 songs. 
" Approximately 200 songs in each of five genres. 


. Songs that refer to illicit drug (156) and alcohol use (149). 


Movie Findings 


D. How do movies depict substance use? 


Percentages are based on all 200 movies. 


Few movies were “substance free;” only 5 of the 200 movies portrayed no substance 
use whatsoever (about 2 percent). Illicit drugs appeared in 22 percent of the movies, 
tobacco in 89 percent, alcohol in 93 percent, and other legal drugs (prescription or 
over-the-counter medicines) in 29 percent. (Figure 1) [Types of illicit drugs, 
tobacco, and alcohol that appeared are presented in Figure 8.] 
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Movies were rarely about substance use. Use constituted an important theme in only 
6 percent of the movies. 


One or more major characters used illicit drugs in 12 percent of the movies, tobacco 
in 44 percent, and alcohol in 85 percent. 


Some movies (15 percent) portrayed substance use by characters who appeared to be 
younger than 18 years old. These characters used illicit drugs in 3 percent of the 
movies, tobacco in 8 percent, and alcohol in 9 percent. 


Negative statements about substance use (advocating abstinence or criticizing 
drinking, smoking, or drug use) occurred in 31 percent of the movies. Eleven percent 
contained statements about limits on how much, how often, where, or when 
substances were consumed; most of these comments referred to tobacco. 


Positive statements about substance use (e.g., expressing longing, desire, or favorable 
attributes of use) occurred in 29 percent of all movies. Most pro-use statements 
referred to alcohol. 


About half (49 percent) of all movies depicted one or more short-term consequences 
of substance use. 


Only 7 percent of movies depicted long-term consequences; an additional 5 percent 
included dialogue from which long-term consequences could be inferred (e.g., 
references to alcoholism or to characters who overdosed). 


E. How often are movies rated for substance content? 


Percentages are based on 38 G and PG movies, 65 PG-13 movies, and 97 R-rated movies. 


All movies in which illicit drugs appeared received restricted ratings (PG-13 or R). 
However, only half of the movies (55 percent) in which illicit drugs were used 
received specific remarks for drug-related content. Fifteen movies depicting illicit 
drug use (albeit briefly) were not identified as such in the Motion Picture Rating 
Directory”’, nor were an additional 10 movies that portrayed drug sales or trafficking. 


Illicit drugs appeared in 33 percent of the movies rated R, 17 percent of those rated 
PG-13, and in no movie with a G or PG rating. 


*° Published by the Classification and Rating Administration (CARA) of the Motion Picture Association of America 
(MPAA). 
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Illicit drugs were used in 20 percent of the movies rated R and 17 percent of those 
rated PG-13; they were not used in G or PG movies. (Figure 5) 


Tobacco was used in 79 percent of G or PG movies, 82 percent of PG-13 movies, and 
92 percent of R-rated movies. (Figure 5) 


Alcohol was used in 76 percent of G or PG movies, and in virtually all PG-13 (97 
percent) and R-rated movies (94 percent). (Figure 5) 


F. To what extent do different movie genres portray substance use? 


Percentages are based on 60 action adventures, 69 comedies, and 71 dramas. 


Illicit drugs appeared in more dramas (30 percent) than action adventures (17 percent) 
or comedies (17 percent). 


Illicit drugs were used in 10 percent of action adventures, 13 percent of comedies, 
and 18 percent of dramas. (Figure 6) 


Tobacco use was consistently high across the three genres: 83 percent of action 
adventures, 89 percent of comedies, and 89 percent of dramas. (Figure 6) 


Alcohol use, like tobacco use, was consistently high across the three genres: 88 
percent of action adventures, 93 percent of comedies, and 93 percent of dramas. 
(Figure 6) 


Twelve percent of action adventures, 17 percent of comedies, and 20 percent of 
dramas portrayed characters using over-the-counter or prescription medicines. 
(Figure 6) 


G. How frequently do substances appear within movies? 


As noted earlier, in order to compare substance use in movies of different lengths, the movies 
were first divided into 5-minute intervals, yielding a total of 4,372 intervals. The presence or 
absence of each substance was recorded for every interval. The proportion of intervals in 
which each substance appeared was then calculated. 


Illicit drugs appeared infrequently—in 2 percent of all intervals. 


Tobacco appeared in 24 percent. 
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Alcohol appeared in 31 percent. 
Other legal drugs appeared in 3 percent. 


Table 1 


Table 1 conveys information about the frequency with which illicit drugs, tobacco, and 
alcohol appeared in 5-minute movie segments. N indicates the number of movies in which a 
substance appeared at least once. The Average indicates the likelihood of seeing a substance 
in any 5-minute interval. The Maximum describes the most pervasive case—the movie in 
which a substance appeared most often. For example, the numbers in the far right column 
show that in 43 movies in which illicit drugs appeared, the probability of seeing an illicit 
drug in any 5-minute segment was low (10 percent); in the worst case, illicit drugs appeared 
in almost half of the intervals (44 percent). 


H. How common is substance use among major characters? (Figure 7) 


This section describes the prevalence of substance use—that is, the proportion of major 
characters that used illicit drugs, tobacco, alcohol, or other substances (such as prescription 
or over-the-counter medicines). The results are presented separately for adult and young 
characters. 
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Among Adults 


Of the 669 adult major characters, most were male (67 percent), between ages 18 and 39 (71 
percent), and middle class (69 percent). The majority were white (81 percent), followed by 
African American (13 percent), Latino (3 percent), Asian (2 percent), and other groups (less 
than I percent). Only 21 percent occupied the role of antagonist or villain; the remainder 
were coded as protagonists. 


Thirty-three adult characters (5 percent) used illicit drugs, 25 percent smoked, 
65 percent consumed alcohol, and 5 percent used other substances. 


Characters consumed more than one substance (often at the same time): 70 percent 
who smoked also drank alcohol; 85 percent who used illicit drugs also used tobacco 
or alcohol. 


Few major characters described themselves as having quit or having tried to quit 
using illicit drugs, alcohol, or tobacco. Five characters described themselves as 
former drug users and one quit a drug habit during the movie. Five characters 
described themselves as former drinkers and three as former smokers. One character 
attempted to quit smoking (and she failed). 


More white than African-American characters used illicit drugs in these movies. 
Although African Americans represented a small portion of all major characters, their 
proportional illicit drug use was higher (10 percent) than among white characters 

(5 percent). Use by characters of other ethnic groups was not portrayed. 


Illicit drug use was more prevalent among characters with low socioeconomic status 
(18 percent) than middle (4 percent) or high socioeconomic status (5 percent), and 
more prevalent among adults under 40 than among older adults (6 percent v. 

2 percent). 


Illicit drug use was unrelated to gender or role; drug users were as likely to be male 
as female, protagonist as antagonist. 


Smoking was more prevalent among men than women (28 percent v. 21 percent) and 
more prevalent among antagonists than protagonists (38 percent v. 22 percent). 


Smoking was more common among characters with low (36 percent) and high 
socioeconomic status (31 percent) than middle (23 percent) but unrelated to 
characters’ age or ethnicity. 


Alcohol consumption was more prevalent among characters with lower (55 percent) 
and middle socioeconomic status (54 percent) than with high (44 percent). Alcohol 
use was unrelated to characters’ gender, age, ethnicity, or role. 
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10. Drinking and smoking “‘on the job” was not uncommon—19 percent of characters 


who used alcohol and 42 percent of those who used tobacco did so at their workplace 
or while “on duty.” 


11. Forty-two percent of major characters who used illicit drugs, 7 percent who smoked, 
and 16 percent who drank experienced some consequence of their use. 


Among Youth 


The 79 major characters who appeared to be under 18 were primarily white (85 percent), 
middle class (71 percent), and protagonists (92 percent). About half of these young 
characters were female (47 percent). 


l. Of the characters who appeared to be under 18, 8 percent used illicit drugs, 17 
percent smoked, 22 percent drank alcohol, and 4 percent used other substances. 
(Figure 7) 


Ze Of six major characters in this age group who used illicit drugs, five were seen 
smoking marijuana and one claimed to have used crack. 


a Of the young characters who smoked, 39 percent also drank alcohol. Smoking was 
slightly more common among girls than boys (19 percent vs. 14 percent); other 
substance use was unrelated to gender. 


None of the young characters who smoked marijuana or cigarettes experienced any 
apparent consequences of their use. 


aN 


Forty percent of the young characters who consumed alcohol experienced one or 
more consequences from drinking. 
I. How do movies portray illicit drug use? 


Percentages are based on 43 movies in which illicit drugs appeared or 67 scenes that 
portrayed illicit drug use by any character. 


I The appearance of illicit drugs was not always synonymous with use. Characters 
used illicit drugs in 77 percent of the movies in which illicit drugs appeared. 


2 


2 Marijuana was found more frequently (51 percent) than any other illegal drug, 
followed by powdered cocaine (33 percent). Heroin, crack cocaine, and other illicit 
drugs appeared infrequently. (Figure 8). 


3. Few movies emphasized the illegal nature of drug use; only 28 percent associated 
illicit drugs with crime or violence. 
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4, About one-fourth (26 percent) of the movies contained explicit, graphic portrayals of 
preparing and/or using illicit drugs. About one-fourth (23 percent) showed characters 
refusing specific invitations to use. 


Twenty-six percent portrayed illicit drug use in humorous contexts, 16 percent at 
parties, and 12 percent in wealthy, luxurious settings. 


6. Five movies contained negative statements (advocating abstinence or criticizing illicit 
drug use) and five contained positive statements about drug use. 


Marijuana use was portrayed most frequently (in 57 percent of the scenes), followed 
by heroin or other opiates (18 percent), and powder cocaine (13 percent). The 
remaining 12 percent of scenes involved a variety of other illicit substances, 
including crank, crack, LSD, and PCP. 


8 Most of the scenes (69 percent) showed illicit drug use by at least one major 
character. 


9. Most scenes (72 percent) portrayed no clear motive for illicit drug use. When a 
motive was evident, addiction was the reason in 10 percent of the scenes, stress relief 
or mood management in another 10 percent, and circumstances of the plot in the 
remaining 8 percent of the scenes. 


10). Few scenes (17 percent) showed people using illicit drugs while alone. Most 
portrayals emphasized the social nature of illicit drug use, more often showing drug 
use by groups of two or three characters in private rather than at gatherings such as 
parties or other celebrations. 


11. Some scenes associated illicit drug use with risk-taking activities such as crime or 
violence (22 percent) and driving a car (11 percent). Sexual activity was associated 
with illicit drug use in 9 percent of the scenes. 


12. One or more consequences of illicit drug use were portrayed in 34 percent of the 
scenes, typically showing how drug use alters a character’s physical or mental state. 


13. Few scenes emphasized the illegal nature of illicit drug use; the legal consequences of 
use (arrest or conviction) were rarely portrayed. 


J. How are alcohol and tobacco portrayed on screen? 


Percentages are based on 183 movies that depicted alcohol use or 172 movies that portrayed 
tobacco use. 


‘ 
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1. Characters drank hard liquor or mixed drinks in 78 percent of the movies, wine or 
champagne in 78 percent, and beer in 66 percent. 


2. More movies expressed positive statements about drinking alcohol (20 percent) than 
negative statements (9 percent). In addition, few movies (14 percent) showed 
characters who refused a drink, and only 6 percent explicitly advocated limits on 

: where, when, or how much alcohol should be consumed. 


a Alcohol consumption was frequently portrayed in positive contexts. About half of 
| the movies depicted alcohol use at parties (49 percent), 24 percent associated its use 
with humor, and 34 percent with images of wealth. 


4, Drinking alcohol was frequently associated with taking risks—crime or violence in 
38 percent of the movies, driving a car in 14 percent, and other risky behaviors in 7 
percent. It was associated with sexual activity in 19 percent. 


Wn 


Characters smoked cigarettes in 85 percent of the movies, cigars in 45 percent, and 
pipes in 10 percent. Characters chewed tobacco in 2 percent. 


6. Positive statements about smoking/smokers occurred infrequently (6 percent). 
Nearly one-fourth of the movies (22 percent) expressed negative statements about 
smoking or smokers, but few movies (7 percent) showed characters who refused to 
smoke. 


| 
More movies associated smoking with crime or violence (34 percent) than with 
images of wealth (18 percent), parties (18 percent), or humor (10 percent). Only 5 
| percent of movies associated smoking with sex. 


Fl K. How often does brand information appear in movies? 


| 1. Alcohol brand names were identified in 43 percent of the movies in which alcohol 
appeared, excluding movies set in the distant past; Budweiser was identified five 
times more often than any other brand. 


3: Cigarette brands were identified in 13 percent of the movies that portrayed tobacco 
| use, excluding movies set in the distant past; Marlboro was identified five times more 
often than any other brand. 


L. How do movies portray substance use by youth? 


Percentages are based on all scenes depicting substance use by characters who appeared to 
be under 18. 
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Twenty-nine movies (15 percent) portrayed substance use by underage characters in 
98 different scenes; about half of these scenes involved a major character who 
appeared to be under 18. 


Most scenes portrayed young characters smoking cigarettes, drinking alcohol, or 
both. Characters assumed to be under 18 smoked cigarettes in 51 percent of the 
scenes (a cigar in one scene), and consumed alcohol (mostly beer) in 46 percent of 
the scenes. Illicit drug use (marijuana exclusively) was shown in six scenes. 


Clear motives for young characters’ substance use were rarely portrayed. A few 
scenes conveyed the idea that young people use substances to reduce stress or 
improve their mood or self-image. Only one scene portrayed use as a result of peer 
pressure. 


Few scenes (11 percent) portrayed young people using substances alone. Use was 
typically a social activity—mostly boys and girls together (59 percent) or a group of 
boys (35 percent). These social occasions sometimes involved youth sharing the 
same drink or smoking the same cigarette or joint (16 percent). 


Young characters either drank alcohol (beer or hard liquor) or smoked (cigarettes or 
marijuana) at school in 13 percent of these scenes. 


No scenes showed young characters using alcohol or illicit drugs in a car, but a few 
scenes associated substance use with sex or other adolescent high-risk behaviors. 


Young characters rarely experienced any consequences of substance use. Only 13 
percent of scenes portrayed any consequences, and only 10 percent depicted any 
consequences to a major character. The instances in which consequences were 
shown involved physical reactions to drinking alcohol, smoking cigarettes, or 
marijuana (such as loss of motor control, slurred speech, headaches, or coughing). 


Music Findings 


M. How often do songs refer to substances? 


Slightly more than one-fourth (27 percent) of the 1,000 songs surveyed contained a 
direct reference to alcohol, tobacco, or illicit drugs. Some lyrics contained references 
of more than one type. (Figure 1) 


References to activities associated with substance use (e.g., “partying”) appeared in 6 
percent and figurative use of drug language (e.g., “I’m high on you”) in 14 percent. 
When these categories were included, the percentage of songs with substance-related 
references climbed to 35 percent. 
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The frequency of substance references varied considerably among genres. 
Considering direct references only, substances appeared in 75 percent of Rap songs, 
20 percent of Hot-100, 20 percent of Alternative Rock, 14 percent of Country- 
Western, and 12 percent of Heavy Metal. (Figure 9) 


Substance use formed the central theme of only 16 songs (2 percent) of the total 
1,000 studied. Drug dealing was the central theme in six songs. 


N. What substances are referred to most frequently? 


1. Illicit drugs appeared in 18 percent of the 1,000 songs in the sample, alcohol in 17 
percent, and tobacco in 3 percent. (Figure 1) 


Of the 166 songs containing alcohol references, hard liquor or mixed drinks appeared 
in 36 percent, wine or champagne in 34 percent, and beer or malt liquor in 22 percent. 
About one-third (31 percent) referred to alcohol generically (e.g., “booze’’). 

(Figure 10) 


Marijuana was by far the most common of the illicit drugs, appearing in 63 percent of 
the 182 songs with an illicit drug reference. Crack cocaine appeared in 15 percent, 
powder cocaine in 10 percent, hallucinogens in 4 percent, and heroin or other opiates 
in 4 percent. Miscellaneous other drugs were mentioned in 4 percent. (Figure 10) 


O. How does the frequency of substance portrayals vary among music genres? 


1. References to illicit drugs appeared in 63 percent of Rap songs, 11 percent of both 
Hot-100 and Alternative Rock songs, and 9 percent of Heavy Metal. Only one 
Country-Western song referred to illicit drugs. (Figure 9) 


Alcohol references were also most frequent in Rap music (47 percent) and least 
frequent in Heavy Metal (4 percent). Country-Western had 13 percent, Hot-100 12 
percent, and Alternative Rock 10 percent. (Figure 9) 


Though there were few tobacco references, these were also most common in Rap 
songs, 7 percent of which mentioned cigars or cigarettes. Alternative Rock was next 
at 4 percent. No other genre was above 2 percent. 


P. What is the context of substance use in music lyrics? 
Because there were too few tobacco use references to calculate meaningful percentages for 
the following variables, the results in this section only address illicit drugs and alcohol. 


Percentages are based on 156 songs that referred to illicit drug use and 149 that referred to 
alcohol use. Sixty-nine songs referred to both illicit drug and alcohol use. 
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Anti-use statements occurred in 6 percent of songs with illicit drug references and 3 
percent of songs with alcohol references. (Figures 2 and 3) 


Statements condemning the effects of substance use on the community at large 
occurred in 8 percent of songs with illicit drug references and | percent of songs with 
alcohol references. (Table 2) 


References to a desire or attempt to quit use occurred in 5 percent of the songs with 
illicit drug references and 3 percent of the songs with alcohol references. (Table 2) 


Addiction was mentioned in 7 percent of the songs with illicit drug references and 2 
percent of the songs with alcohol references. (Table 2) 


Some sort of refusal behavior occurred in 2 percent of the songs with illicit drug 
references and 5 percent of the songs with alcohol references. (Figures 2 and 3) 


Table 2 
The Context of Substance Use in Lyrics 


% a i aa 5 i oe ree pat teed Kites aa Mee = F 2 ats, ie 
mes depictine use that refer to: | “it D Al 


Negative effects of substance use on the community 
Desire or attempt to quit use 


Addiction 


Intoxication or being high 


Percentages are based on 156 songs that referred to illicit drug use and 149 songs that 
referred to alcohol use. References not related to use are excluded. 


6 Intoxication or “being high” was mentioned in 44 percent of the songs with illicit 
drug references and 24 percent of the songs with alcohol references. (Table 2) 
Alternative Rock songs were most likely to refer to intoxication (63 percent), 
followed by Rap (40 percent), Heavy Metal (35 percent), Hot-100 (34 percent), and 
Country-Western (12 percent). 


Sobriety or being straight was mentioned in 3 percent of the songs with illicit drug 
references and 3 percent of the songs with alcohol references; few songs mentioned 
seeking treatment or help (2 percent for drugs, | percent for alcohol). (Table 2) 
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Q. With what other behavior is substance use associated? 


Percentages are based on 156 songs referring to illicit drug use and 149 songs referring to 
alcohol use. 


Of songs referring to illicit drug use, 30 percent associated use with sexual activity or 
romantic relationships, 20 percent with wealth or luxury, and 20 percent with crime 
or violence. (Figure 2) 


Of songs referring to alcohol use, 34 percent associated drinking with sex or 
romance, 24 percent with wealth or luxury, 13 percent with crime or violence, and 21 
percent with expressions of bravado or power. 


Driving or other risky behavior was associated with substance use in only three 
songs, suicide in two, and rape in one. There were no examples of songs that 
connected substance use with Satanic or occult practices or beliefs. 


R. How often does brand information appear in lyrics? 


Percentages are based on 156 songs referring to illicit drug use and 149 songs referring to 
alcohol use. 


Brand names occurred in 30 percent of the songs with some sort of alcohol reference. 


Most brand name mentions were found in Rap music, in which 48 percent of songs 
with an alcohol reference carried brand name information. Hot-100 had 19 percent, 
Country-Western 4 percent, and both Alternative Rock and Heavy Metal had 0 
percent. 


The specific brands mentioned tended to be high-end, luxury products, such as Remy 
Martin, Hennessy, and Dom Perignon. 


Twenty-one percent of the tobacco references contained brand information, but this 
constituted only 6 songs out of the sample of 1,000. 


S. What motivations and consequences are linked to substance use? 


Percentages are based on 156 songs referring to illicit drug use and 149 songs referring to 
alcohol use. 


Only 9 percent of songs with references to illicit drug use and 10 percent of songs 
with references to alcohol use provided any information about what motivated use. 
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For both drugs and alcohol, mental avoidance of troubles (e.g., to forget a fight with a 
lover) was the most common motivation for use: this occurred in 6 of the 14 songs 
that mentioned a motivation for drinking, and in 9 of the 12 songs that referred to a 
motivation for illicit drug use. 


Information relating to the consequences of use appeared in 19 percent of songs with 
a reference to illicit drug use (Figure 2) and 9 percent of those referring to alcohol 
use. (Figure 3) 


For both illicit drug and alcohol use, consequences were judged to be slightly more 
negative than positive: on a scale from | (very negative consequences) to 5 (very 
positive), with 3 being neutral, the average was 2.3 for illicit drugs and 2.6 for 
alcohol. 


Of the 42 songs with information relating to the consequences of either drug or 
alcohol use, 42 percent cited mental consequences (such as loss of ability to think 
clearly), and 52 percent mentioned physical consequences (e.g., disease, weight loss). 


Other consequences appeared much less often in these 42 songs: emotional effects 
were mentioned in 6 (14 percent), consequences to social relationships in 3 
(7 percent), and legal consequences in 2 (5 percent). 
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Appendix A: 
Adolescents, Movies, and Music 


eenagers are major consumers of entertainment media, and so it is widely 
believed that they may be influenced by the depiction of substances— 
alcohol, tobacco, and illicit drugs—in film and music. The following 
statistics indicate the importance that movies and music play in the lives of young 
people: 


Movies and Home Video 


U.S. movie box office receipts totaled $6 billion in 1997.' Youth ages 12 to 20 
purchase 26 percent of movie tickets, although they make up only 16 percent of the 
population.” 


Ninety percent of 12- to 20-year-olds report going to the movies frequently or 
occasionally.* 


Moviegoing is considered an “in” activity among 92 percent of teens.* 


Sixty-three percent of teens ages 9 to 17 say that it is important to see the latest 
ae 
movies. 


Watching a video is America’s favorite leisure activity,° with Americans spending 
$7.4 billion on videotape rentals and $7.6 billion on videotape sales in 1997.’ 


' Top 250 of 1997. Daily Variety, March 9, 1998. 


* Rauzi, R., “The teen factor: Today’s media-savvy youths influence what others are seeing and hearing.” Los 
Angeles Times, June 9, 1998. 


* Ibid. 

* Ibid. 

> The 1998 Yankelovich/VSDA Home Entertainment Study. Yankelovich Partners, January 1998. 
° VSDA White Paper: On the Future of Home Video Entertainment. Video Software Dealers Association, 1996. 
7 Research Department, Video Software Dealers Association. Telephone correspondence, July 22, 1998. 
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Ld Sixty-two percent of youth ages 9 to 17 say they watch a video at least once a week.* 


. Seventy-nine percent of teens ages 10 to 17 have watched an R-rated movie with their 
parents on video or in a theater.” 


Music 

" In 1997, Americans spent $12 billion on music.'° 

. Listening to music is students’ number one non-school activity:'' 87 percent of 
13- to 17-year-olds report listening to music after school, and two-thirds name music 
as a hobby.'” 

. Adolescents spend between 4 and 5 hours a day listening to music and watching 
music videos.'* 

" American teenagers listen to an estimated 10,500 hours of rock music between the 7” 
and 12" grades—just 500 fewer hours than they spend in school over 12 years.'* 

. In the last 3 months, 71 percent of teens purchased at least one full-length CD, 
33 percent bought a CD single, and 35 percent bought a full-length cassette.'° 

" More than one-third of youth between the ages of 12 and 14 watch music videos 
daily.'° 

. About 90 percent of teens report knowing many or all the lyrics of their favorite 

17 

songs. 


8 The 1998 Yankelovich/VSDA Home Entertainment Study, op.cit. 
° Stern, C. “Gore slams TV for spate of violence.” Daily Variety, May 28, 1998. 


'° Recording Industry Releases 1997 Consumer Profile. Washington, D.C.: Recording Industry Association of 
America, March 23, 1998. 


'! Christenson, P.G., and Roberts, D.F. (1998). It’s Not Only Rock & Roll: Popular Music in the Lives of 
Adolescents. New Jersey: Hampton Press, Inc. 


' Tbid. 
'? Thid. 
'4 Entertainment Monitor, December 1995. 
15 ; . 
Rauzi, R., op.cit. 


' St. Lawrence, J.S., and Joyner, D.J. (1991). “The effects of sexually violent rock music on males’ acceptance of 
violence against women.” Psychology of Women Quarterly, 15, pp. 49-63. 


'’ Christenson, P.G., and Roberts, D.F., op. cit. 
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Appendix B: 
Review of Media Content | 
Analyses: 1980-1998 


enty-one content analyses that examine portrayals of illegal drugs, tobacco, 
alcohol, and/or legal drugs in media have been published since 1980. As the 
following annotated bibliography indicates, the research encompasses a 
variety of approaches and concerns. 


The substance of primary concern has been alcohol, examined by 15 of the 21 studies. Eleven studies 
focused exclusively on alcohol, five on tobacco, and one on legal and over-the-counter drugs. Two 
studies examined both alcohol and tobacco; one looked at illegal drugs, legal drugs, and alcohol; and 
one looked at all four substances. 


The medium most frequently studied has been television. Seventeen of the studies analyzed 
television content. Most concentrated on prime-time fictional content, but daytime soap operas, 
news and documentary programs, commercials, and music videos also received attention. Of the 
four studies on movies made for theatrical release, three examined only tobacco and one looked at all 
four substance categories. No work concerned with substance use in popular song lyrics has been 
located, although one study reports on tobacco and alcohol use in music videos. 


Comparisons among studies are somewhat difficult to make due to differences in units of analysis. 
Movies do not conveniently compare to television programs (i.e., half-hour television programs 
cannot be compared directly to much longer movies), but even within television, program units may 
range from 90-minute made-for-television movies to hour dramas to half-hour situation comedies 
and soap operas to even briefer music video and commercial formats. Compounding the problem, 
different studies often use different units of analysis within what might otherwise be comparable 
units. For example, tobacco use has been examined in a variety of ways, in terms of whether or not 
tobacco appeared in a movie or a television program, the number of scenes in which tobacco 
appeared or was used, its appearance per 5-minute interval, the total amount of time tobacco 
appeared on screen, or the number of incidents (defined as individual camera shots in which a 
character explicitly used tobacco). Similarly, alcohol use has been examined in movies in a variety 
of ways. 


On still another level, some studies coded verbal references to various substances; some concentrated 
on the appearance of a substance regardless of whether or not it was used; others focused on use; still 
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others paid attention to a variety of character and context attributes associated with use or the 
frequency of use. 


Of the two studies concerned with illegal drugs, one tallied the number of television news programs, 
public service announcements, or documentaries that mentioned illegal drugs, and the other the 
number of 5-minute intervals per film in which illegal drug use appeared. 


Despite large differences in variables coded and units of analysis, data from the combined studies 
enable a few preliminary generalizations. In general, tobacco and alcohol are consumed at relatively 
high rates; smoking is more prevalent in television and film than in the real world, and it is increasing 
still further on television. In both television and film, alcoholic beverages are more likely to be 
consumed than non-alcoholic beverages. Drinkers and smokers tend to be leading characters, often 
protagonists, and usually successful. Underage drinking and smoking are relatively uncommon in 
both media. 


Illegal drug use is seldom portrayed on television; the one prior study that examined movies also 
found low rates of illegal drug references. Illegal drug users tend to be unattractive, low-status, 
and/or criminals. More detailed findings can be found in the following sources. 
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Breed, W., and De Foe, J.R. (1981). “The portrayal of the drinking process on prime-time 
television.” Journal of Communication, 31, pp. 58-67. 

Substance(s) of interest: Alcohol. Sample: Top television situation comedies and dramas 
from 1976-77 season. Unit of analysis: Programs; “significant alcohol scenes” (scenes in which 
heavy drinking, evaluations of drinking, consequences, etc. appear). Selected findings: TV 
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Appendix D: 
Music Sample 


Composition 


Because adolescents tend to listen to a certain type of music rather than simply “popular music” in 
general, the 1,000 songs in the music sample were distributed evenly among 5 popular genres: 
Country-Western, Alternative Rock, Hot-100 (or Top-40), Rap, and Heavy Metal. The study design 
called for the inclusion of the top 200 songs (100 for each year) within each of these categories; 
however, the existence of considerable yearly and genre “crossover” complicated the general picture. 
For example, a list of songs that made the top 100 in Rap for 1996 and 1997 included several that 
were popular in both years, thus yielding an overall sample somewhat smaller than 200. 


Heavy Metal Sample 


Billboard charts were used for all music types except Heavy Metal. Because Billboard does not 
publish a Heavy Metal chart, song titles in this category were derived from a two-step process. The 
first songs included were those that appeared on Radio and Records magazine’s Active Rock singles 
chart, without at the same time appearing (or “crossing over’’) on Billboard’s Modern Rock chart 
(used to define the Alternative Music list for this study). This process yielded 94 songs. The 
remaining songs—the number needed to achieve the total Heavy Metal sample—were taken from 
College Music Journal’s list of top Loud Rock albums. Cuts were randomly selected from the top 58 
albums of 1996 and the top 59 of 1997. While this hybrid selection procedure deviated from the 
method used for other music categories, it nonetheless achieved the end result of accumulating a list 
of songs representative of the core of rock music’s “heavy” edge. 
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Genre Crossovers with Hot-100 


Billboard’s Hot-100 chart represents mainstream or pop music as well as certain songs from other 
genres that became popular enough to break into the Hot-100 charts for 1996 or 1997. The following 
figures indicate the extent of this “crossover” phenomenon. 


7 31 songs appeared on both the Hot-100 and Rap lists (15 percent crossover). 

. 21 songs appeared on both the Hot-100 and Alternative Rock lists (10 percent 
crossover). 

. 2 songs appeared on both the Hot-100 and Heavy Metal lists (1 percent crossover). 

" 1 song appeared on both the Hot-100 and Country lists (0.5 percent crossover). 


The following pages identify all of the song titles that were included in this study. 
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“THIS STUDY WAS CONDUCTED IN CONJUNCTION WITH THE NATIONAL YOUTH 
ANTI-DRUG MEDIA CAMPAIGN AND FUNDED BY THE OFFICE OF NATIONAL DRUG 
CONTROL POLICY (ONDCP). Within the Executive Office of the President, 
ONDCP, under the direction of Director Barry R. McCaffrey, oversees develop- 
ment of the National Drug Control Strategy and advises the President on organi- 
zation, management and budgeting of anti-drug efforts by executive branch agen- 
cies. ONDCP is conducting a national media campaign to help parents and youth 
to prevent youth drug use, especially among early teens, or to encourage young 


drug users to stop. 


The study was conducted by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA). SAMHSA, a public health agency in the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, is the federal government's lead 
agency for improving the quality and availability of substance abuse prevention, 
addiction treatment, and mental health services in the United States. SAMHSA 
managed this study through its Center for Substance Abuse Prevention (CSAP) 
under a contract with Social & Health Services, Ltd., with research services 


by Mediascope. 


Further information about these activities can be found at: 
OFFICE OF NATIONAL DRUG CONTROL POLICY SAMHSA 
hetp://www.whitehousedrugpolicy.gov hetp://www.health.org 


NATIONAL YOUTH ANTI-DRUG MEDIA CAMPAIGN MEDIASCOPE 
hetp://www.mediacampaign.org hetp://www.mediascope.org 
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